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The Assistant (1957) is Bernard Malamud’s acknowledged masterpiece. It is 
extravagantly praised for its moral affirmation. However, most of the existing criticism 
of the novel celebrates the self-sacrifices of Frank Alpine to Morris Bober, the moral 
center of the novel, and his family, without exploring the guilty conscience that 
motivates Frank’s self-abnegations. In this thesis I will explore the dark psychic roots 
which often nourish saintly or self-sacrificing behaviors and try to uncover the 
psychological logic in The Assistant. Frank Alpine, the assistant of the title, suffers 
some kind of childhood trauma or deprivation which blights his life. As a result, he 
harbors a rage that makes him hunger for revenge as well as relief. However, the 
thought of revenge tortures him and the action itself brings him irremovable sense of 
guilt. Thus only through acceptance of punishment can he find relief from the internal 
pressure of guilt. So when Frank Alpine knows that Helen Bober, the woman for whom 
he toils, is grateful for his self-sacrifice, he finally gets the relief he yearns for. In this 
way Malamud brilliantly exposes the psychology underlying the seemingly heroic 
behaviors of his protagonist.   
The thesis is composed of four chapters in addition to the Introduction and the 
Conclusion.  
Chapter One points out that many critics who praise The Assistant for its moral 
affirmation are also disturbed by its ending, that is, how to interpret Frank’s fate at the 
end of the novel. Is Frank’s self-punishment really necessary for him to become a 
moral man? Should he be praised for his selfless devotion to Morris’ family and his 
new saintly way of life, or should he be condemned for his self-repudiation? In this 
chapter, the psychological underpinnings of Malamud’s moral vision are explored in 
detail.  
Based on the psychological underpinnings, Chapter Two demonstrates the 
protagonist Frank Alpine’s guilt, which is a very important chapter in this thesis. 
Frank’s decision to take upon himself the burden of Morris’ suffering and victimization 
can be explained as a desperate psychological strategy to resolve his intolerable 
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Chapter Three mainly discusses the moral center of The Assistant—Morris 
Bober’s guilt and the reason for his guilt. Morris’ excessive goodness, like Frank’s at 
the end of the novel, derives from an unconscious sense of guilt. This interpretation 
explains the compulsive quality of Morris’ honesty. However, whatever the sources of 
Morris’ behaviour, he is still the positive moral centre of the novel and a figure worthy 
of admiration and love because he is an exceptionally compassionate, gentle and kind 
man. The difference between Frank’s and Morris’ guilt is also explored in this chapter. 
Chapter Four briefly introduces two women characters Helen Bober’s and Ida 
Bober’s dissatisfactions and their guilt.  
The conclusion is a summary of the above four chapters: the self-sacrifices of 
Malamud’s characters in The Assistant are mostly motivated by their guilt. To 
summarize, The Assistant is proven to be a classic not only of Jewish but also of 
American literature. Malamud does focus strongly on moral concepts, but his 
characters never cease probing their deepest motives and acts, their hopes and dreams. 
Malamud, like other great writers, is concerned with how man chooses his own world 
and what happens to man in the process of making that choice. 
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The Assistant (1957) is highly praised for its moral affirmation. However, most of 
the existing criticism of the novel celebrates the self-sacrifices of Frank Alpine to 
Morris Bober, the moral center of the novel, and his family, without exploring the 
guilty conscience that motivates Frank’s self-abnegations. In this thesis I will explore 
the dark psychic roots which often nourish saintly or self-sacrificing behaviors and 
uncover the psychological logic in The Assistant. Frank Alpine, the assistant of the title, 
suffers some kind of childhood trauma or deprivation which blights his life. As a result, 
he harbors a rage that makes him hunger for revenge and relief. However, the thought 
of revenge tortures him and the action itself brings him irremovable sense of guilt and 
turns back upon himself in the form of an unusually strict and demanding superego. 
Thus only through acceptance of punishment can he find relief from the internal 
pressure of guilt. So when Frank Alpine knows that Helen Bober, the woman for whom 
he toils, is grateful for his self-sacrifice, he finally gets the relief he yearns for. In this 
way Malamud brilliantly exposes the psychology underlying the seemingly heroic 
behaviors of his protagonist.   
The thesis is composed of four chapters in addition to the Introduction and the 
Conclusion.  
Chapter One briefly introduces how the sense of guilt is produced, which gives a 
rough theoretical framework for the whole thesis. At the same time, the first chapter 
points out that a significant number of those critics who praise The Assistant for its 
moral affirmation are also disturbed by the excessive severity of Malamud’s moral 
vision in the novel. In this chapter, the psychological underpinnings of Malamud’s 
moral vision are explored in detail. According to Erik Erikson in Childhood and 
Society, the infant who suffers the scars of oral deprivation cannot develop an intrinsic 
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regulation of his self-esteem. The love hunger often revives archaic unconscious 
wishes to incorporate the loved person to insure permanent closeness. But children 
who lose parents at the oral stages of psychosexual development often feel rage 
towards the dead parents for having abandoned them. Therefore, Malamud’s characters 
suffer from complicated feelings for the loved person. Their impulses of love become 
strangely transformed into guilty sadistic impulses of hate. To counter the irremovable 
sense of guilt, Malamud’s characters adopt the psychic strategy of “altruistic 
surrender” of their own needs and become supreme givers to those with whom they 
can easily identify. However, also due to the original ambivalence for the loved 
persons, the strategy only partially works. By unconsciously failing to provide a better 
life for those for whom they have sacrificed their own, Malamud’s heroes take a subtle 
form of revenge on the receivers of their bounty. Their revenge, however, rebounds 
upon themselves and their lives become an endless experience of futile toil. 
Based on these psychological underpinnings, Chapter Two demonstrates that the 
self-sacrifice of Malamud’s protagonist Frank Alpine is motivated by his guilty sadistic 
impulses of hate in The Assistant. Frank’s decision to take upon himself the burden of 
Morris’ suffering and victimization can be interpreted as neurotic, a masochistic 
repudiation of self in order to placate a pathologically severe sense of guilt. Malamud 
brilliantly exposes the neurotic roots of Frank’s behaviours, and at the same time, 
succeeds in ennobling his protagonist by placing him in a fictional context, which 
makes his acceptance of suffering and failure seem morally heroic. 
Chapter Three mainly discusses the moral center of The Assistant—Morris 
Bober’s guilt and the reason for his guilt. Morris shares Frank’s psychological 
predicament. On close inspection it becomes evident that Morris’ excessive goodness, 
like Frank’s at the end of the novel, derives from an unconscious sense of guilt. This 
interpretation explains the compulsive quality of Morris’s honesty. Moreover, Morris’ 
guilt is largely due to the “zero-sum” world where life is seen as a constant battle for a 















others. However, whatever the sources of Morris’ behaviour, he is an exceptionally 
gentle, kind and compassionate man and a figure worthy of admiration and even love 
for many readers.  
Chapter Four briefly describes two women characters Helen Bober and Ida Bober 
and their guilt. Interestingly, the women for whom Malamud’s male characters make 
their sacrifices are also victims of oral-deprivation. Helen Bober is as dissatisfied with 
her life and as love-hungry as Frank Alpine. Helen’s mother, Ida Bober is also a 
multi-dimensional figure, though she is a minor character in The Assistant. She is full 
of discontents, anger and dissatisfactions and has her own guilt to contend with. 
The conclusion is a summary of the above four chapters: the self-sacrifices of 
Malamud’s characters are mostly motivated by their guilt which makes them forsake 
hopes for a better life and become ensnared in a tight trap. But through his 
self-imposed limitations on his happiness and through his expiatory suffering for 
others, the Malamud protagonist finds a certain amount of relief from guilt. The 
Assistant is proven to be a classic not only of Jewish but also of American literature. 
Malamud does focus strongly on moral concepts, but his characters never cease 
probing their deepest motives and acts, their hopes and dreams. Malamud, like other 
great writers, is concerned with how man chooses his own world and what happens to 
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Chapter One  Why Do Good Men Sometimes Feel Guilty? 
 
1.1 Theoretical Framework 
Sigmund Freud assigns mental processes to three psychic zones: the id, the ego 
and the superego, which have different functions. 
The id, in short, is the source of all psychic energy. It functions to gratify our 
instincts for pleasure without regard for social conventions, legal ethics or moral 
restrictions. Therefore, it is in accordance with the pleasure principle—to satisfy our 
impulses for pleasure. If the id is uncontrolled, it will lead us to destruction and even 
self-destruction and make us behave as devils.  
Because of the id’s dangerous quality, the ego is one of regulating psychic 
agencies to protect the individual and society. Whereas the id is governed solely by the 
pleasure principle, the ego is governed by the reality principle. This is the rational 
governing agent of the psyche. Though the ego doesn’t have a powerful control of the 
id, it regulates the instinctual drives of the id so that they may be released in 
“nondestructive behavioral patterns” (Guerin 130). The ego’s job is to get the id’s 
pleasure but to be reasonable and bear the long-term consequences in mind. If the ego 
is too strong, we will become extremely rational and efficient but cold and boring. 
The other psychic agent that functions to prevent the id’s dangerous potentialities 
and to protect the individual and society is the superego. It is what we call the “higher” 
things in human life, in accordance with the morality principle. Since the superego is 
an institution of the mind, it is aware of thoughts as well as deeds that transgress its 
demands, and it requires that both be punished with the same severity. It behaves like 
the parents in making threats and imposing various forms of punishment whenever its 
standards are transgressed. It constantly strives for perfection, even though this 
perfection ideal may be quite far from reality or possibility. The superego serves to 
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those impulses toward pleasure that society regards as unacceptable” (Guerin1 31). A 
great store of aggressive energy is internalized and put at the disposal of the superego. 
The superego then stands guard over the ego, to use Freud’s comparison, like a 
garrison in a conquered city. It betrays the source of its energy by making demands of 
such severity that they are difficult if not impossible to fulfill. “The tension between 
the despotic superego and the hard-pressed ego, desperately attempting to reconcile its 
behests and instinctual pressures, is what we experience as a sense of guilt” (Lesser 
27). 
If the superego is too strong, we may feel guilty all the time and even have an 
insufferably saintly personality. It would be difficult to exaggerate the amount of 
suffering caused by the sense of guilt, which is pervasive in civilized man. In extreme 
cases it may be a cause of crippling neurosis; in innumerable people it leads to more or 
less chronic feelings of unworthiness and depression. “Feelings of guilt may lead 
people not only to give themselves up for crimes they have committed but, incredibly, 
to commit crimes so that they will be punished or to try, unconsciously, to mess up 
their lives” (Lesser 28). They are one of the most frequent causes of illness and 
accidents. They are often responsible for inhibitions and self-defeating tendencies 
which make success difficult even for people of superior ability. However, we should 
also note that guilt feelings have some effects which may be regarded as constructive 
because the pangs of guilt are the most powerful motivation of moral behaviour. But 
there is hardly any way, destructive or constructive, in which one can achieve more 
than a temporary peace with a severe superego. Renunciation of instinctual 
satisfactions does not help matters, for prohibited wishes persist and are observed. 
Indeed, for a variety of reasons, those people who struggle most valiantly against their 
sinful impulses are most mercilessly tormented by conscience.  
In The Assistant, Bernard Malamud’s second novel, the four characters I will 
analyze below share this kind of psychological plight. They are all good people but 
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his dangerous impulses of rage towards parent surrogates so that he punishes himself 
greatly to relieve his irremovable pressure of guilt. Helen Bober, the woman Frank 
makes sacrifice for, is also tortured by her conscience because her longing to escape 
the meaningless life initiates her love of another man, which is against her own moral 
sense. Ida Bober, however, feels guilty to settle for immediate gratification of financial 
possession and persuade her husband into a grocery store when he is in the first year of 
studying for pharmacy. Even Morris Bober, the most honest and compassionate man in 
the world of The Assistant, struggles valiantly against his sinful impulses to harm 
others.  
 
1.2 Psychological Underpinnings of Bernard Malamud’s Moral Vision 
in The Assistant 
1.2.1 Literature Review 
The Assistant is one of the early works by Bernard Malamud and it has been listed 
among TIME’s top 100 novels from 1923 to the present, which highlights the 
significance of this text. In this novel, Frank Alpine, a drifting down-and-outer who 
has wandered into a petty crime, becomes involved in the robbery and beating of 
Morris Bober, a luck-deserted Jewish grocer. The Assistant is the story of Alpine’s 
slow and bitter self-subjection to his former victim; their lives become increasingly 
entangled until Alpine becomes Bober: at the grocer’s death he takes his place, an 
assistant no longer. Many critics have tried to estimate the novel in all aspects 
immediately after its publication. Ihab Hassan, for example, considers the theme of the 
book to be “the regeneration of Frank,” his conversion. Hassan judges irony to be “the 
key to Malamud’s attitude toward man, to his estimate of him.” He thinks that although 
the Bobers are “victims of circumstance,” they still possess “spiritual freedom.” His 
assessment of the two main characters, Morris and Frank, is that they are “heroes of 
irony,” not tragic heroes (Hassan 162-164). Peter L. Hays traces “the complex pattern 
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